Education is the single most consistent and powerful instrument for the advancement of an individual and a people. (Johnnetta B. Cole) 
I n modern industrialized nations, the relationship between the two fundamental functions of higher education is both profound and inseparable: for the society, it maintains and transmits culture, values and norms from one generation to another; for the individual, it helps one overcome disadvantage and gain greater control of one's life. All pathways point to its promise, prospect, and irrefutable importance. And, its importance for women is especially significant as they seek to achieve independence, from both men and the state: education provides them with means to a career, to an escape from patriarchal structures both within and outside the home, to economic, emotional, and familial well-being, and to decision-making over their lives. Education is "the prerequisite for improvement in women's status" (Tinker 1990, p. 33) , and the implications of its worth extend way beyond the immediacy of one's participation in it.
Given the significance of higher education, we draw on the work of Amartya Sen and place postsecondary education within the capability approach, a set of ideas about the basic quality of life standards, bringing attention to its central importance in securing freedom, enhancing national and individual well-being, and developing capabilities in individuals by increasing the options available to them (Sen 1999). Sen's intent in the capability approach is, in part, a rejection of traditional approaches that invoke the claim that a unified, singular focus on increasing income, usually by increasing out-of-home work, will resolve issues facing people who are poor. His claims rest on a larger, more macro notion of what poverty means in one's daily life-of what it means to one's sense of self, to one's health and well-being, to one's children and family, to one's community, and to one's nation. In essence, what it means to not have the opportunity to be what one wants to be. Sen's concerns are grounded in a deep understanding that social and institutional arrangements limit, and in many cases, restrict people's, and importantly women's, ability to realize a life of value. The most fundamental democratic and human right, Sen would argue, is the ability of the individual to invent herself, free from the constraints of poverty and authoritarianism.
To this end, education-higher education-is key. Education is not only essential to freedom but is a major source of women's empowerment. It not only shapes her destiny but also enables her to help others in a meaningful way, both by maximizing individual potential and by rectifying greater injustices including the indoctrination, through systems of education, of the subordinate status of women in society. It is a public good, an investment in the future of a society, facilitating, perhaps even ensuring, women's economic participation and hence her freedom and independence (Sen 1999).
Our focus in this chapter is on low-income women with children; our intent is to embrace the fundamental notions of the capability approach in arguing that postsecondary education must be afforded all citizens, especially poor women with families because of what it enables one "to do or to be" (Sen 1982 (Sen , 1985 (Sen , 1992 (Sen , 1993 (Sen , 1999 . We offer insights into how the lives of poor women in the United States have been altered by their participation in postsecondary educational programs. Guided by notions encompassed by the capability approach we explore these womens' sense of increased intrinsic worth-empowerment, self-esteem, well-being; the remarkable impact higher education has had on their lives-employment opportunities, new friends, ideas and ambitions, expanded life choices; the implications of changed relationships with their children as they model aspirations for enriched and fulfilling lives; and their commitment to affiliation-enhanced motivations to contribute to and participate in their communities and the society at large (Dreze and Sen 1995) .
